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Two ‘“‘New Negroes’ Discuss
Negro Art in the “Nation”

By LANGSTON HUGHES

O-.\'E of the most promising of the voung
Negro poets said to me once, “I want
to be a poet—not a Negro poet,” mean-
ing, I believe, “I want to write like a
white poet”; meaning subconsciously, *I
would like to be a white poet”; meaning
behind thar, “I would like to be white.”
And I was sorrr the young man said
that, for no great poet has ever been
airaid of being himself. And I doubzed
then that, with his desire to run away
spiritually from his race, this boy wouid
ever be a great poet. But this is the

By GEORGE S. SCHUYLER

EGRO art “made in America” is as
non-existent as the widely advertised
profundity of Cal. Coolidge, the “seven
vears of progress oi Mayor Hylan. or the
reported sophistication of New Yorkers.
Negro art there has been, is, and will be
among the numerous black nations of
Africa; but to suggest the pecssibility of
any such development among the ten
million colored people in this republic is
seli-evident joolishness. Eager apostles
ifrom Greenwich Village, Harlem, and en-
virons proclaimed 2 great renmaissance <
Negro art just around the corner wait-

ing to be ushered on the scene by those
whose hobby is taking races, nations. peo-
les. and movements under i
g'cw art forms expressing the
psvchology of the Negro were about to
In short,
Homo Airicanus was ahout 10 electrify
Skeptics

flood the market.

the waiting world.
waited. Thev still wait
True. {rom - ~dark-skinnmed
sources have come those slave
songs based - on Protestant
hy¥mns and ' Biblical texts
known as the spirituals, work
songs and 3ecular songs of sor-
row and tough luck knmown as
the blues, that outsTowth of
ragtime known as jazz (in the
developmen: of which whites
have assisted), and the
Charleston, an eccentric dance
invented by the gamins around
the public market-place {n
Charleston. S. C. No one can
or does deny this. Dut these
are countributions of a caste in
a certain section of the coun-
try. They are foreign te North-
ern Negroes, West Indian Ne-
groes, and -African Negroes.
They afe nc more €xpressive
or characteristic of the Negro
race than the music and danec.
{ng of the Appalachian high-
landers or the Dalmatlan peas-
antry are expressive or charace
teristic of the Caucasian race.
1t ope wishes to speak of the
musical coniributions of the
peasaniry of the South, very

well.  Any group under simi-

lar circumstances would have
roduced . something similar.
L is merely a coincidence that
this fpea.sam class happens to
be of a darker hue than the
other {nhabitantz of the land.
One recalls the remarkable
likepness of the minor strains
of the Russian mujiks to those
of the Southern Negro. .

A3 for the lfterature, paint-
iag, and sculpture of Aframert-
cans—such as there is—it is
jdentical {n kind with the liter-
ature, painting and sculpture
of white Americans: that is, it
shows more or less evidence of
European infiuence. In  the
fleld of drama little of any
merit has been written by and
about Negroes that could not
have been wrirten by whites.
The dean of the Aframerican
literati i« W, E. B. Du Bois. a
product of Harvard and Ger-
man universities: the foremost
Aframerican sculptor is Meta
Warwick Fuller, a graduate of
leading American art schools
and former.student of Rodin:
while the most nnted Aframerd.
can painter, Hecxry Ossawa
Tanner, is dean of American
gainters in Paris and has bheen

ecorated bv the French Gov.
ernment. Now the work of
these artists is no meore ‘‘ex-
pressive of the Necro soul'—
as the gushers put {t—than are
the - scribblings of Octavus
Cohen or Hugh Wiley.

This, of course, is easily un-
derstood If one stops to realize
that the Aframerican is mere-
1v a lampblacked Anklo-Saxon.
1t the European immigrant. af-
ter two or three generations of
exposure to our schools. poli-
tics, advertising, moral cru-
sades. and restaurants, be.
comes indistinguishable from
the mass of Americans of the
older staock (despite the Influ-
ence of the foreign-language
press), row much truer must
it be of the sons of Ham who
have heen subjected to what
the uplifters call Americanism
for the last three hundred
years. Aside from his color,
which ranges from very dark
brown to pink, our American
Negro is just plain American.
Negroes and whites from the
same localitles in this country
talk, think, and act adout the
same. Becsuse a few wrilers
with a pancity of themes have
seized upon imbecilities of the
Negro rustics and clowns and
palmed them off as authentic
and characteristic Aframerican
behavior, the common notion
that the black American is so
“different” from his white
neighbor has gained wide cur.
rency. The mere mention of
the word Negro~ conjures u
{n the average white Amerl-
can mind & composite stereo-
type of Bert Willjams, Aunt
Jemima, Uncle Tom, Jack
Johnson, Florlan Slappey, and
the various monstrosities
scrawled by the cartoonists.
Your average Aframerican no
more resembles this stareotype
than the average American re-
sembles & composite of Andy
Gump, Jim Jeffries. and a car-
toon by Rube Goldberg. .

Again, the Aframerican s
subfenct to the same economic
and soctal forces that mold the
actiona and thoughts of the
white Americans. He 18 not
living {n a different world as
some whites and a few Negroes
would have ug believe. When
the jangling of his Connecticut
alarm clock gets him out of
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their wing.

“peculiar”
the art of

patiently 1
B as nossible.

his Grand Rapids bed to &
breakfast similar to that eaten
by his white brother across the
qtreet; when he tolls. at the
same or similar work in mills,
mines, factories. axd commerce

aloagside the descendants of .

Spartacus, Robin Hood, and
Erik the Red; when he wears
similar clothing and speaks
uie same language with the
same degree of perfection;
when he reads the same Bible
and belongs to' the Baptist,
Methodist. Episcopal. or Catho-
He church: when his fraternal
afiliations also {nclude the
Elks, Masons, and Knights of
Pythias; when he gets the
same or similar schooling,
lives in "the same kind of
houses, owns the same makes
of cars (or rides in them). and
nightly sees the same Holly-
wood version of life on ]
screen:. when he smokes [
same brands of tobacco and
avidly peruses the same pue-
rile periodicals; {n short, when
he responds to the same po-
litical, ' social, moral, and eco-
nomic stimuli {n precisely the
same manner as his white
neighbor. {1 is sheer nonsense
to talk abour ‘‘racial differ-
ences” as between the Amerd
can black man and the Ameri
can white man. Glance over &
Negro newspaper ({t {s printed
in good Americanese) and you
will. fird the usual quota  of
crime news, scandal.. person-
als."and upiift to be found in
the average white newspaper—
which, by the way,- is_ more
widely read by the Negroes
than is the Negro press. In
order to satisfy the cravings
o? an inferfority complex en-
gendered by the colorphobla of
the mob, the resders of the Ne-
£TO newspapers are given &
slight dash of raclalistic sea-
soning. In the homes of the
black and white Americans of
the same cuitural and econom-
ic level one finds similar fur
niture, literature, and conver-
sation. How. then, can the
black American be expected to
produce art and literature dis.
similar to that of the white
American?

("onsider Colerigge-Taylor,
Fdward Wilmot Biyden, and
Claude McKay, the _English-
men: Pushkin, the Russian:
Bridgewater, the Pole: Antar,
the Arabian; Latino, the Span-
iard; Dumas, pere and fils, the
Frenchmen: and Paul Lau-
rence Dunbar, Charles W.
Chestnut, and James Weldon
Johnson, the Americans. All
NecToes: yet their work shows
the impress of nationality rath-
er than race. They all reveal
the psrchology mnd culture of
thelr environment—their color
is incidental. Why should Ne-
gro artists of America vary
from the national artistic norm
when Negro arusts in. other
countriex have mot done so?
it we can foresee what kind of
white citizens will inhabit this
neck of the woods in the next
generation by studying the
gort of education and environ-
ment the children are exposed
to now, it should not be diffi-
cult to reason that the aduits
of today are what they are be-
cause of the educatlon and en-
~vironment they were expored
to a zeneration ago. And that
education and environment
wers about the same for
hlacks and whites. One ocon-
tamplates the popularity of the
Negro-art hokum and mur-
murs. “How come?”

This nonsense I8 probably
the last stand of _the old myth
Pa]med off by Negrophobiszs
or all these many Mears, and
recently rehashed by the saint-
ed Harding, that there are
“fundamental. eternal. and In-
escapable differences’ between
white and black Americans.
That there are Negroes who
will lend this myth & helping
hand need occasion no sur-
prise. It has been broadast
all over the world by the vo-
ciferous ecions of slaveholders.
“gelentista” like Madison
Grant and Lothrop Stoddard,
and the patriots who flood the
treasury of the Ku Klux Klan;
and {s believed even today, by
the majerity of free, white
cltizens. On this haseless pre-
mise, so flattering to the white
mob, that the blackamoor is
{inferior and fundamentally dif-
ferent, i3 erected the tulate
that he must needs pecu-
l{ar; and when he attempts to
portray life through the me-
dium of art, it must of neces-
sity be a peculiar art. While
guch reasoning may &eem con-
clusive to the maljority of
Americans. it must be rejected
with a lond guffaw hy intelli-
gent people. .

mountain standing in the way of any
true Negro art in America— this urge
within the race toward whiteness, the de-
sire to pour racial individuality into the
mold of American standardization, and to
be as little Negro and as much American

But let us.look at the imme-
dfate background of this young
poet. His family 1s of what I
suppose one would call the
Negro middle class: people
who are by no means rich, yet
never uncomforiable nor hun-
gry—smug, coutented, respec-
table folk, members of
Baprist church.. The father

oes to work every morning.

e {5 a chie? steward at a
large white club. The mother
sometimes does fancy sewing
or supervises parties for the
rich familles of the town. The
children g0 to a mixed school.
In the home they read white
papers and magazines. And
the mother often says. “Don’t
be like niggers’ when the chil-
dren are dad. A frequent
phrase from the father s,
“Look how well a white man
does things.” And so the word
white comes to be 'uncom-
sciously a symbol of all the
virtues.. It holds for the chil.
dren beanty, morality, and
money., The - whisper of *I
want to te white” runs silently
through = their minds. is
young poet's home is, 1 be
fteve. a fairly typical home of
the colored middle class. One
sees immediately how difficult
{t would be for an artist born
in such a8 home .to - interest
himself 1n interpreting . the
beauty of his .own people. He
is never taught to see that
beauty. He is taught, rather,
not to see it, or, If he does, to
be ashaned of {t when. it is not
according to Caucasian pat:
terns.

For racial culture the home
of a self-styled “high-class™
Negro has rothing bettar 10
offer. Instead. there will per.
haps be more aping of things
white than in a less cultured
or less wealthy home. The fa.
ther {s perhaps a doctor, law-
ver, landowner. or politician.
The mother may be a social
worker. or a teacher, or she
mav do nothing and have a
maid. Father §s often dark,
but. he has usually married the
lizhtes: woman he could find.
The family attend a fashion-
ahle church where few really
colored faces are to be fouad.
And they them=elves draw a
color lpe. In the North they
go to white theatres and white
raovies. And {n the South they
have at least two cars and a
house “like white folks.” XNor-
dic manners, Nordlc {aces, Nor-
dic hair, Nordic art (if an¥),
and an Episcopal heaven. A
very high mountain indeed for
the would-be racial artist to
climb in order to discover him-
self and his people.

But then there are the low-
down folks, the so-called com-
mon element, and they are the
majorfty—may the Lord bYe
praised! The people who have
their nip of gin on Saturday
nights and are not too impor-
tant to themselves or the com-
munity, or too well fed, or too
learned to watch the lgay
world go round. They live on
Seventh street in “Washington
or State street in Chicago and
they do not particularly care
whether they are like white
folks or anybodr else. Their
;ry rung, bang! into ecstasy.

helir religion, soars to a shout.
Work may be a littie today,
rest a little tomorrow. Play
awhile. Sing awhile. O. let’s
dance! These common people
are not afraid of spirituals.
as for a long time their more
i{ntellactual bréthren were, and
jazz is their child. They fur-
nish a wealth of colorful. dis-
tinctive material for any artist,
because they still hold thelr
own {ndividuality in the face
of American standardizations.
And perhaps these common
people will give to the world
its truly great Negro artist,
the one who is not afraid o
be himself. Whereaa the bet-
terclass Negro would tell the
artist what to do, the people
at least iet him alone when he
does appear. And they are not
ashamed of him—if they know
he existz at all. And they ac-
cept what beauty is thelr own
without question.

A prominent Negro clubwo-
man in Philadelphia paid elev.
en dollars to hear Raguel Mel
ler sin ‘Andalusian popular
SONES. gnt she told me a few
we&a before she would not
think of going to hear “that
woman,” Clara Smith. a great
black artist. sing Negro -folk-
songs. And many an upper-
class Negro church, even now,
would not dream of employing
a a?’!ritunl in its services. ]
drab melodies {n white folks
hymnbooks are much to be pre-
ferred. “We want to worship
the Lord correctly and quietly,
We don't believe in ‘shouting.

. produce & rac

- write about nice

Let's be dull like the Nordics,”
they say. in effect.

The road for the serious
black artist, then, who would
ial art is most
certainly rocky, and the moun-
wain is Righ. Until recently he
received almost no encourage-
ment for his work from either
white or colored people. The
fine novels of Chestnutt go out
of print with neither race no-
ticing  their passing. The

uaint charm and humor of

nbar's dialect verse brought
to him, in his day, largely tne
same Kkind of encourageemat

. one would give a sideshow

freak (A colored man writing
try! How odd') or a clown
(How amusing!).
_The present vogue in things
Negro, although ft may do as
much harm as good for the
budding colored artist, has at
least done this: |t bas brought
him forcibly to the attention
of his own people among whom
for so long, uniess the other
race had noticed him before-
hand, he was a prophet with
little honor. I understand that
harles Gilpin acted for years
1n Negro theatres without any
special acclaim from his ows,

“but when Broadway gave him
eight curtain calls Negroes, too, -

began to beat & tin pan in his

. honor. 1 know a Foung colored

writer, a manual worker . by
day. who had been writing well
for the colored magazines for

. some years, but {t was not un-
- til he recently broke into the

white publications and his firat
book was accepted b{s a promi-
nent New York publisher. that
the "hest” Negroes in his city
took the trouble to discover
that he ‘lived there. Then al
most immediately ther decided
to give a grand dinner for him.
But the soclety ladies were
careful to whisper to his moth-
er that perhaps she'd better
not comeé. They were not sure

she would have an evening
EOWwT.
The  Negro artist works

against an undertow of shar
criticism and misunderstand.
fag from his own group and
unintentional! bribes from the
whites. O, be respeciable,
ople. show
how gooé we are,” sav the Ne.
groes, “Be stereotyped. don't
fo 100 far don't shatter our il
usfons abhout you. don’'t amuse
us 100 seriously. We will pay
vou,” say the whites. Both
would hava told Jean Toomer
not to write "Cane.” The col
ored people aid not praise il
The white people did not buy
{t. Most of the colored peopla
who ¢did read "Cane™ hate it
They are afraid of {t. Although
the crities gave it good re.
views, the public remzined in.
different et (excepting the
work of Du Bois), “Cane™ con.
tains the finest proge . written
by a NesTo §n America.  And,
l{ke the siaging of Robeson. it

. is truly racial.

But, in spite of the Nordi-
cized Negro Intelligentsia and
the deaires of some white edi.
tors. we have an honest Amerl.
can Negro literature already
with us. Now I awaft the rise
of the Ncgro theatre. Our folk
music, having achieved world-
wide fame. cXers jtself to the
genius of the great individual
American Negro composer who
is to come. And within the
next daegcade I expect to see the
work «f & srowing school o
colored artists who paint and
model the beauty of dark faces
and ‘create with new technigue
the expressions of their ownm
soul-world. And the Negro
dancers who will dance llke
flame and the singers who will
continue to CATTY Our SONKE to
all who listen—ther will be
with us in even greater num-
bers tormorrow.

But jazz to me iz one of the
inherent expressions of Negro
life {n America: the eternal
tom-tom beating in the Negro
soul—the tom-tom of revolt
against weariness in a white
world, a world of subwayv
trains, and work, work, wWork:
the tom-tom of Joy and laugh-
ter. and paln swallowed in a
gmile. Yet the Philadalphia
clubwoman is ashamed to say
that her race created it and
she does not llke me to write
about it The old subcon-
scioua “white {s best” runs
through her mind. Years of
study under white teachers, a
lifetime of white books, pic-
tures and papers, and white
manners, morals, and Puritan
standards made her dislike the
epirituale. And now she turns
up her nose at jazz snd all its
manifestations — l{kewise al-
most_everything else distinetly
racfal. She doesn’t care for
the Winnld Reiss portrnita of
Negroes hecaure they are “too
Negro.” She does not want a
true pleture of herself from
anvhody. She wants the ar-

Do you wish specific cases?”
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tist to flatter her, to make the
white world believe that all
Negroes are as smug and &s
near white in soul as sh2
wants to be. But. to my mind.
it is the duty of the Founger
Negro artist. {f he accepts any¥
duties at all from outsi&el& 10
change through the force «¢f
his art that old whispering vl
want to be white,” hidden in
the aspirations of his peopls.
toh;;\\:h;-x should I :nm to b;
white? am & Negro—an
beautifull”

So I am ashamed for the
black pocet who says, “l wan!
to be & poet, not a Negro poet.”
as though his own racial world
were not as iateresting as any
other world. I am ashamed.
teo. for the colored artist whoe
runs from the pajnting o! Ne-
gro faces to the painting of
sunsets after the manner of
the academicians because ¢
fears the strange un-whitenees
of his own features, An artst
must be free to choose whal
he does. certainly. but he mus’
also never be afraid to do wha!
be might choose.

Let the blare of Negro jaz
bands and the bellowing voke
of Bessie Smith singing Blues
penetrate the closed ears of
the colored nuear-intellectusls
untfl they listen and rhaps
understand. Let Paul Robde
son siaging Water Boy, and
Rudolph Fisher writing abou!
the streets of Harlem, and
Jean Toomer holding the heat!
of Georgia tn his hands, and
Aaron Douglas drawing
strange black fantasies caus?
the smug Negro middle class
to turn {rom their white, ro;
spectable, ordinary Dooks a:'.§-
papers to catch a glimmer o!
theifr own deauty. We yourxer
Negro Aartists who create noyw
intend to expresz our individ
ual dark-skinned selves with:
out fear or shame, If white
people are plensed we are glal
If the) are not. it doesn’t mat
ter. We know we are beaut®
ful. And ugiy, ton. The tom
tom cries and the tomton
laughs, It colored people am
pleased we are clad. If thev
ava  wot. their displeasure
doesn't matter cither.



